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The	 research	 setting	 for	 this	 paper	 is	 the	 Chestnut	 CE	 Learning	 Federation.	 The	
Federation	 represents	 a	 family	 of	 three	 small	 Church	 Infant	 Schools	 based	 in	 the	
Hampshire	villages	of	Rosebush,	All	Saints	and	Southampton	Common,	who	all	work	
closely	together	under	the	 leadership	of	the	federation	principal	 (the	names	of	the	
federation	 and	 schools	 have	 been	 anonymised).	One	 of	 the	 federation’s	
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improvement	 plan	 objectives	 is	 for	 it	 to	 become	 an	 evidence-informed	 federation	
where	 the	 schools	 collaborate	 to	 rigorously	 evaluate	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 education	
they	 offer,	 understand	 what	 they	 need	 to	 do	 to	 improve,	 to	 take	 appropriate	
evidence-informed	action	and	evaluate	the	impact	of	their	actions,	enabling	them	to	
achieve	 together.	 To	meet	 this	 objective,	 the	 executive	principal	 of	 the	 federation	
devised	 a	model	 of	 professional	 learning	where	 (as	 of	 2016)	 four	 of	 the	 statutory	
staff	professional	development	days	allocated	to	schools	in	England	were	dedicated	










for	 improvement.	 The	 subject	 of	 teacher-student	 feedback	 has	 a	 substantive	
detailed	 and	 secure	 research	 base	 with	 which	 to	 engage	 teachers	 (e.g.	 see	 the	
Education	 Endowment	 Foundation’s	 ‘toolkit’iii	 and	 Hattie,	 2011).	 To	 support	 the	
federation,	 and	 in	 keeping	 with	 the	 analysis	 above,	 two	 sets	 of	 activities	 were	




findings	 with	 their	 understanding	 of	 their	 context	 in	 order	 to	 develop,	 trial	 and	

























Care	 was	 taken	 to	 ensure	 the	 language	 used	 in	 the	 review	 was	 accessible	 and	
teacher-friendly	 (Cain,	2015).	The	 facilitator	was	also	on	hand	 to	answer	questions	
and	clarify	areas	of	confusion.		
	
In	workshop	 two,	participants	began	 to	develop	 interventions	 to	 improve	 teacher-
student	 feedback;	 with	 a	 necessary	 requirement	 being	 that	 these	 interventions	
should	be	informed	by	not	only	the	research	they	engaged	with	in	workshop	one	but	
also	 their	 own	 personal	 practice	 based	 knowledge	 and	 experience	 and/or	 the	
knowledge	 and	 experience	 of	 others.	 To	 aid	 this	 process,	 participants	 were	
introduced	 to	 the	 notion	 of	 theories	 of	 action	 as	well	 as	 to	 the	 specific	 theory	 of	
action	format	designed	by	[removed	for	peer	review]	 (set	out	above).	The	concepts	
of	adaptive	replication	and	toolkits	were	also	discussed.	Finally	a	rubric	was	provided	
along	 with	 questions	 for	 participants	 to	 consider	 when	 developing	 their	
interventions.	A	copy	of	 this	 rubric	 is	provided	 in	 table	1,	below.	Participants	were	
then	introduced	to	effective	ways	of	trialing	new	innovations	–	such	as	lesson	study	
and	forms	of	joint	practice	development,	and	left	the	workshop	with	the	expectation	
that	the	trial	of	their	approach	should	occur	between	workshops	two	and	three	(with	
the	refinement	and	wider	roll	out	of	their	intervention	occurring	between	workshops	
3	and	4).		
	
Table	1:	A	copy	of	the	rubric	provided	to	participants	to	help	them	design	their	
intervention	
	
ToA	domain	 Questions	to	consider	
1)	Context	 − What	is	the	context	of	the	school/group	of	schools,	in	which	you	are	
situated?		
2)	Problem	or	
driver	for	
intervention	
− What	is	the	problem	you	are	facing?		
− Who	does	it	affect?		
− How	long	has	it	being	going	on	for?		
− What	do	you	know	about	any	underlying	causes?		
− Conversely,	what	is	the	motivation	to	innovate?		
− What	can	the	driver	for	innovation	be	attributed	to?		
− Are	these	internal	or	external	drivers?	
3)	The	
intervention	
− Provide	an	overarching	summary	of	your	feedback	innovation,	what	
does	it	aim	to	do	and	how	is	it	supposed	to	work?		
− Where	does	the	intervention	originate	from	and	why?		
− Why	is	it	believed	it	might	be	effective?		
− Who	is	involved	(who	intended	to	received	it	and	who	rolled	it	out)?	
4)	Activities	
and	
interactions	
− What	are	the	activities	involved	in	its	roll	out	(including	detail	on	
length,	number	of	sessions,	where	activities	will	be	held	etc.).	
− What	encouragement,	support	or	resource	will	be	offered	or	
provided?	
− How	will	participating	teachers	become	aware	of	the	activities,	
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support	or	resource	(who/what	will	be	involved)?		
− How	is	it	was	envisaged	participants	will	engage	with	these	activities	
supports	or	resources?	What	will		be	the	value	to	them	of	doing	so?		
− Relevance	–	how	will	the	intervention	be	introduced/how	will	it	be	
perceived?	
− Reaction	to	the	activity	–	how	is	it	hoped	participants	will	respond?		
− How	is	it	hoped	that	participant’s	attitudes	might	change?	
5)	Learning	 − What	learning	is	it	hoped	will	result	from	the	activities?	
− Will	participants	gain	new	knowledge	or	skills?		
− How	will	their	understanding	or	perspectives	change?	
− What	access	to	new	people	will	be	gained	and	how	will	this	help	
with	learning?	
− What	access	to	new	resources	will	be	gained	(e.g.	new	tools,	
methods…)	and	how	will	this	help	with	learning?	
− Will	participants	have	access	to	new	sources	of	information?	What?	
6)	Changes	in	
behaviour	
− How	is	it	intended	that	participants	will	use	the	intervention?		
− How	will	participants	be	helped	to	feel	confident	to	do	what	is	
required?	
− What	support	will	be	provided	to	facilitate	changes	to	their	
behaviour?	
7)	Difference	 − What	effect	is	it	hoped	the	implementation	will	have?	
− How	will	teachers	be	more	successful?	
− How	will	pupils	be	more	successful?		
	
6.	Research	aims	and	questions	
The	research	undertaken	in	relation	to	these	activities	was	designed	to	explore	if	and	
how	the	activities	helped	participating	teachers	develop	research	informed	
interventions.	It	was	also	intended	that	this	research	should	provide	insights	and	
lessons	into	effective	ways	to	facilitate	RITP	moving	forward.	More	specifically,	the	
study	examines	the	extent	to	which	the	activities	described	above:	1)	aided	teachers	
to	engage	with	educational	research	on	effective	feedback	and	related	subject	areas;	
and	2)	helped	teachers	use	this	research	to	develop	research-informed	interventions	
for	their	classrooms	with	clearly	defined	pathways	for	change	and	impact.	The	study	
also	examined	the	nature	of	the	interventions	developed,	both	in	terms	of	whether	
they	could	be	classed	as	‘equivalents’	or	‘alternative’	replications.	Finally	the	study	
explored	whether	participants	believed	the	strategies	developed	as	a	result	of	this	
model	had	had	an	impact	on	teaching	and	learning.	As	noted	earlier,	the	overarching	
research	question	guiding	the	project	was:	Does	engaging	teachers	with	theories	of	
action	aid	the	development	of	impactful	research-informed	interventions?	This	
overarching	question	was	addressed	through	the	use	of	four	specific	sub	questions:		
	
− Research	question	1:	To	what	extent	did	the	activities	undertaken	help	
participants	engage	with	the	research	in	question?	
− Research	question	2:	To	what	extent	did	the	activities	undertaken	help	
participants	develop	interventions	with	clear	ToAs	and	toolkits?	
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− Research	question	3:	In	what	ways	did	the	interventions	developed	by	
participants	cohere	with	the	equivalent/alternative	typology	set	out	in	figure	
1?	
− Research	question	4:	How	did	participants	perceive	that	as	a	result	of	these	
activities,	they	were	developing	interventions	which	made	a	difference	to	
teaching	and	learning?		
	
To	address	these	questions	both	pre	and	post	intervention	surveys	(undertaken	at	
the	start	and	end	of	the	project)	as	well	as	post	intervention	in-depth	semi-
structured	interviews	used	to	collect	data.	Specifically,	total	15	teachers	and	school	
leaders	(representing	the	whole	of	the	federation’s	teaching	staff)	were	interviewed	
in	July	2017	a	month	after	the	final	workshop.	The	characteristics	of	the	respondents	
are	set	out	in	table	2.	In	keeping	with	Wenger	et	al.,	(2011),	participants	were	asked	
to	bring	with	them	impact	data	relating	to	their	interventions	in	order	to	facilitate	a	
way	to	triangulate	their	responses	and	provide	a	level	of	objectivity	to	their	
accounts.	Furthermore	the	pre	and	post	intervention	surveys	relating	to	teachers’	
use	of	research	provided	a	further	level	of	insight	in	terms	of	respondents’	
perceptions	relating	to	research	use.	The	questions	used	from	the	survey	in	this	
paper,	as	well	as	the	responses	provided,	are	set	out	in	table	3.	External	observation	
is	provided	by	OFSTED,	England’s	accountability	bodyiv	since	a	school	inspector	from	
OFSTED	also	visited	one	of	the	three	schools	involved	towards	the	end	of	the	project.	
 
Table	2:	Characteristics	of	the	interview	respondents	
	
Gender	 14	Female,	1	Male	
Average	time	in	post	 10	years	
Average	age	bracket	 41-46	
Number	with	post	graduate	qualifications	 5		
Middle	or	senior	leaders	 6		
	
Table	3:	Pre	and	post	survey	questions	and	responses.		
	
Question*	 Pre	response	
(average)	
Post	response	
(average)	
Difference	
(average)	
1)	Knowledge	of	research	
methods	
2.8	 3.6	 0.9	
2)	Relating	academic	
research	findings	to	your	
practice	
2.8	 3.8	 1	
3)	Confidence	around	
having	conversations	
about	academic	research	
2.9	 3.8	 0.9	
4)	Confidence	around	
interpreting	academic	
research	findings	
2.6	 3.7	 1.1	
5)	Using	academic	
research	to	inform	the	
2.5	 3.5	 1	
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design	of	teaching	and	
learning	strategies	
	
*Respondents	were	asked	to	rate	their	knowledge	and	skills	against	a	five	point	
scale,	with	5	equaling	‘high’,	3	equaling	‘average’	and	1	equaling	‘low/none’.	
	
7.	Analysis	
All	interviews	were	recorded.	Immediately	after	each	interview	and	before	the	data	
were	fully	transcribed,	contact	summary	sheets	were	written	up.	As	suggested	by	
Boyatzis	(2008)	the	sheets	were	used	to	record	initial	information	on:	the	
participant;	the	main	themes	or	issues	raised	during	the	interview;	the	research	
questions	the	participants	focused	most	attention	on;	and	suggestions	for	where	the	
research	team	should	place	most	energy	during	the	next	interview.		Once	data	from	
the	recordings	were	transcribed	they	were	then	analysed	thematically.	Inductive	
analysis	was	initially	used	by	both	authors	to	provide	an	individual	categorisation	of	
responses,	with	codes	allocated	to	individual	lines	or	turns	of	speech,	or	larger	
segments	of	text.	Following	this	initial	coding,	a	process	of	joint	reflection	and	
interpretation	was	undertaken	to	enable	the	research	team	to	consider	our	growing	
understanding	of	the	data	and	to	consolidate	the	codes	(Robson,	2002).	The	
relationships	between	codes	were	then	assessed	and	mid	level	codes	were	built	
from	the	aggregation	of	the	initial	codes	until	all	of	the	initial	codes	could	be	
adequately	explained	in	a	conceptually	meaningful	way	(Lincoln	and	Gubba,	1985).	
For	questions	1,	2	and	3	this	process	was	then	repeated	using	inductively	developed	
top	level	codes	to	organize	the	mid	level	codes.	For	question	4	the	domains	of	
[removed	for	peer	review]	theory	of	action	were	used	to	provide	top	level	codes	(see	
table	1)	for	the	interview	data	as	well	as	providing	an	organizing	framework	for	the	
impact	data	provided	by	teachers.	The	top	level	codes	that	result	for	each	research	
question	can	be	seen	in	Figure	2	below:	
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8.	Findings	
	
The	findings	from	the	surveys	and	interviews	are	presented	below,	organized	by	
research	question.	For	the	sake	of	brevity,	only	top	level	interview	codes	discussed	in	
this	paper	(and	can	be	identified	through	the	use	of	italics).	
	
7.1:	(RQ1)	Research	question	1:	To	what	extent	did	the	activities	undertaken	help	
participants	engage	with	the	research	in	question?	
	
Respondents	suggested	that	the	activities	helped	them	engage	effectively	with	the	
research	literature	in	the	following	ways:	1)	by	providing	access	to	research	where	
previously	this	had	been	difficult:	“[previously]	that’s	the	bit	that	I’ve	found	hardest	
with	the	inquiry,	is	accessing	that	kind	of	material…	knowing	more	where	to	go	and	
accessing	[research].	So	having	access	to	that	and	time	to	read	through	things	was	
really	helpful”	(respondent	#3);	2)	this	first	quote	also	highlights	the	value	placed	on	
having	time	to	engage	with	research.	Other	similar	comments	about	the	model	
providing	the	time	needed	to	do	research	included:	“having	those	inset	days	made	
all	the	difference	this	year.	You	know,	when	we	were	trying	to	fit	it	in,	sometimes	it	
didn’t	happen,	and	we’d	grab	half	an	hour	and	it	didn’t	have	the	momentum	it	had	
this	year”	(respondent	#3)	(respondents	#5,	#8,	#9,	#10,	#13	and	#14	also	made	
similar	points);	3)	The	approach	to	research	engagement	was	seen	to	have	two	key	
components:	participants	enjoyed	the	collaborative	discursive	nature	of	the	
activities:	“I’m	not	one	to	sit	and	read	through	reams	of	research,	but	actually	when	
we	did	the,	everyone	read	a	little	bit	and	then	fed	back	and	discussed	it.	I	found	that	
a	much	easier,	way	to	engage	with	the	research	…	to	go	through	and	talk	about,	or	
to	analyse	together.”	(respondent	#2);	“the	communication	and	working	as	part	of	a	
team	is	important,	if	you	can	sit	down	with	[research]	and	unpick	[its	meaning]	
together.	I	think	that’s	better	than	trying	to	work	in	isolation	(respondent	#7)	(similar	
points	also	made	by	respondents	#10,	#11,	#12,	#13	and	#14).	Furthermore	the	
structured	and	facilitated	approach	to	research	engagement	meant	that	participants	
felt	they	were	able	to	engage	more	meaningfully	with	the	literature	(respondents	#2,	
#5,	#9,	#13	and	#14);	4)	respondents	also	appreciated	that	they	were	being	
encouraged	to	experiment	and	take	risks:	“I	think	for	me,	it	was	the	knowledge	that	
it	was	okay	to	get	it	wrong.	That	didn’t	matter,	because	it’s	not	necessarily	finding	
the	answer”	(respondent	#6).	Likewise	respondent	#9	noted	of	the	federation	leader	
that:	“she	is	always	reassuring	us	that	‘if	you	trialled	it	and	it	didn’t	work,	that’s	
fine’”.	
	
Current	literature	on	how	school	leaders	can	foster	a	research	informed	
environment	highlight	the	importance	of	providing	resource	and	structures	(for	
example,	time,	space	and	access	to	research),	and	facilitating	an	effective	learning	
environment	which	includes	collaborative	dialogue	and	promoting	trusting	relations	
that	enable	innovation	through	risk	taking	(e.g.	Stoll,	2017;	Walker,	2017).	The	
interview	findings	would	thus	seem	to	add	empirical	weight	to	these	suggestions.	It	
has	also	been	suggested	effective	engagement	with	research	requires	that	teachers	
can	understand	strengths	and	limitations	of	different	research	methods,	can	
contextualise	research	findings	(i.e.	see	how	research	findings	can	be	applied	to	
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one’s	own	setting	and	practice)	and	can	engage	in	learning	conversations	using	
research	as	part	of	collaborative	approach	to	designing	new	teaching	strategies	(e.g.	
Cain,	2015;	Godfrey,	2016;	Nelson	and	O’Beirne,	2014;	Roberts,	2015).	These	three	
requirements	are	reflected	in	survey	questions	1,	2	and	3	in	table	3	above.	In	all	
three	areas	it	can	be	seen	that	over	the	course	of	the	project	respondents	typically	
believed	that	they	had	improved	their	knowledge	and	skills	in	each	of	these	areas,	
with	average	scores	moving	from	below	the	mid	point	score	of	3	(‘average’)	at	the	
start	of	the	project	to	closer	to	4	(‘above	average’)	by	its	end.		
	
Correspondingly	it	was	felt	that	across	federation	level	teachers	were	becoming	
research	informed	as	a	result	of	the	approach:	“there	is	[now]	evidence-informed	
professional	conversation	all	the	time.	People	have	been	far	better	about	the	idea	of	
providing	evidence	for	what	they’re	saying”	(respondent	#1);	“[we’re]	actually	
beginning	to	embed	the	fact	that	everything	we	do,	should	actually	be	shrouded	in	
research…	and	that’s	what	we‘ve	got	to	continue	doing	(respondent	#8).	
Furthermore	a	school	inspection	undertaken	by	OFSTED	(England’s	school	
inspectorate)	towards	the	end	of	June	2017	provides	an	external	assessment,	
suggesting	teachers	are	now	using	research	evidence	to	improve	specific	aspects	of	
teaching	and	learning.	In	particular	the	report	notes	that:	“leaders	have	embedded	a	
research-based	culture	where	strategies	to	improve	teaching	are	investigated	and	
evaluated	in	terms	of	outcomes	for	pupils.	As	a	result,	the	whole	school	community	
is	deeply	dedicated	to	continuous	improvement	and	sharing	expertise	to	raise	
standards	further”.	This	report	thus	lending	further	weight	to	the	notion	that	the	
approach	and	activities	used	have	been	successful	in	helping	teachers	engage	in	
research	evidence	and	collaboratively	develop	research-informed	teaching	practices	
to	tackle	areas	requiring	improvement.		
	
7.2:	(RQ2)	Research	question	2:	To	what	extent	did	the	activities	undertaken	help	
participants	develop	interventions	with	clear	ToAs	and	toolkits?	
	
From	analyzing	the	interview	data	it	could	be	seen	that	all	respondents	could	
espouse	a	theory	of	action	for	their	developed	intervention	which	follows	the	impact	
domains	set	out	in	table	1.	In	other	words	respondents	were	able	state	what	their	
intervention	was,	the	logic	underpinning	its	design,	how	it	was	intended	that	the	
intervention	be	realised	and	the	changes	it	was	intended	should	result.	An	example	
of	one	such	ToA	is	set	out	in	table	4.	This	was	created	by	taking	interview	data	from	
respondent	#4	and	organising	it	by	impact	domains.	As	can	be	seen	in	the	table	
respondent	#4	sets	out	in	detail	how	they	were	able	to	deconstruct	the	nature	of	
their	intervention	and	its	intended	and	actual	changes	in	knowledge	and	practice	as	
well	as	evidence	the	impact	on	students	that	resulted.	The	other	examples	provided	
by	interview	respondents	are	similar	in	detail	and	length	making	it	impossible	to	
reproduce	them	all	in	a	single	journal	article.	Correspondingly	this	section	is	used	
instead	to	explore	participants’	views	in	relation	to	using	ToAs	to	develop	new	
approaches	to	teaching	and	learning.		
	
Respondent	#3	suggested	that	the	ToA	approach	had	made	her	realise	the	
importance	of	being	systematic	and	rigorous	in	how	interventions	are	developed	as	
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well	as	how	baselines	are	established	and	how	impact	is	assessed.	Furthermore	that	
the	ToA	approach	meant	that	if	interventions	were	not	delivering	the	desired	impact	
that	tweaking	and	refinement	could	be	undertaken	by	reexamining	the	logic	of	the	
approach	and	whether	its	constituent	parts	were	being	implemented	or	supported	
effectively.	This	was	also	reflected	by	respondent	#5	who	noted	the	ToA	approach	
meant	that	they	were	able	to	systematically	explore	“what	is	the	problem?	what	am	
I	doing	about	it?	what’s	changed?”.	In	addition	it	was	also	recognized	that	the	ToA	
approach	could	be	used	generally	to	explore	and	tackle	issues	of	practice:	“if	you’ve	
got	your	theory	of	action,	I	find	that	you	can	then	drop	in	a	variety	of	questions,	
can’t	you?	And,	it’s	a	similar	process.	I	mean,	once	you’ve	got	the	process	of	the	
research	and	that	systematic	approach	and	looking	at	it,	then	I	feel	that	you	can	drop	
any	question	in	[and	explore	how	to	address	it”	(respondent	#12).	Alternatively	that	
the	ToA	approach	can	help	refine	or	fix	interventions	that	appear	to	be	unsuccessful:	
“it	also	helps	you	address	“Well,	actually,	it	didn’t	work,	so	where	do	I	go	now?”	Or,	
to	somebody	else,	they	come	back	and	say,	“Well,	it	did	work	for	me,	but	it	didn’t	
work	for	B.”	“It	did	work	for	you,	why?	Why?	Was	it	your	approach?	Was	it	the	
cohort?”	So,	then	it	opens	up	another	question	on	where	you’re	looking	at”	
(respondent	#12).		
